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Abstract
My objective in beginning this series was to, quite simply, deal with personal issues. I wanted to
begin to dissect and make sense of my experiences through critical understanding of the
different internal and external social pressures I was feeling. I did so by creating a series of lifesize objects referencing and conflicting with both my own and other’s bodies in space. These
objects in their scene have taken on a life of their own that places them in a dialogue beyond
just my own experience, furthering to allow for other’s experiences to be reflected as well. The
result was an immersive environment of a private scene in a public platform (in this case the
Berman Museum of Art) that vies with a participant-viewer for their own space. I feel as though
this ongoing process of dealing through art has been helpful for me and for many in my
audiences as I visually and conceptually work through social constructs, hierarchies, and
systems.
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1.
In the vast expanse of Upstate New York, we revved loudly over the undulating
old field lawn. It was raining, or had just rained, the grass disintegrating into
slurry under the heavy Go Kart tires (I still say Goat Kart). Under repeated runs of
an entire afternoon the yard and adjoining field were muddying, developing
fissures that filled with water and drenched earth. At some point the revelry
broke down into fits of laughter as we jumped out of the Goat Kart and sloshed,
purposefully uncoordinated, in the deep pools, soaking ourselves and our clothes
(not distinct from each other’s, both our own) in mud and water. I cut my knee
on New York rocks jutting from the wounded earth, hiding under tempting pools.
When the enjoyment ebbed we (he and I, “I” not defined at this point, just I)
walked from the field to the front of the house to meet our parents (mine not
his, his not mine). We stripped down to our under clothes as my dad hosed us off
as best he could. It was icy water, it was not summer, we squirmed. He (my
companion) was hosed off and sent inside quickly, his body smaller than mine by
several inches and some width I wasn’t noticing yet. When my dad cleaned the
mud off of me enough to see my skin he remarked “

You’ve got some

hair under your arms” in an uncomfortable voice (like he was uncomfortable with
his discovery). “I” became defined. “I” could not have under arm hair.

2.
Whenever we played house I picked the dog. You all thought it was because I
loved dogs. I just thought they didn’t have genders.

3.
We are sitting in a circle of desks in a public school’s English class. We’re plenty
old enough. I sit across the way from my teacher (my size, sympathetic to my
plights). The open space between the ten or so students and teacher is filled
3

with casual conversation that relates vaguely to the most recent reading (I don’t
remember). The dialogues slip effortlessly (on their parts, two genders worth of
students) into talk of periods. My eyes stare off center, focusing on nothing but
the quantification of space between me and nowhere in particular. I push myself
(don’t flee, that’s rude). The discussion proceeds (deeper, “tampons” is said).
My head drops slightly, my hair shifts forward creating a dark curtain. My hands
search for pockets, my ears beg for silence; they meet and my hands burrow
deep into my hair (pockets, pockets, pockets) and the grinding of hands over
ears muffles out the sounds. The bell rings. She (teacher, lover of words,
sympathetic to my plight) apologized later; she didn’t know that that was a
trigger for me (“a moveable device for releasing a spring or catch…”)

4.
Like chipping tools carving tools eating away little bits in scoops like the feeling
of my insides when my period feels like spoonfuls of my insides being gutted,
when I say “I don’t want children” and women older than me laugh and say “I
thought that, too, but you’ll see.” Thinking I’m like them. At the end of the year,
my teacher, lover-of-words, a reliever-of-triggers, someone who didn’t think she
wanted kids, she turns to me and says, “I don’t think you’ll have children.”
Validation when my mom turns to me, my sister and her kid in the bathroom and
says to me, “I know I’m not getting a kid from you. And that’s okay, not everyone
has to have them.”

5.
We were waiting for the cake to arrive. (Her and I, not the rest of the eyes, red
and drooping lids, filled with wine and spirit(s)). It was the only reason I came (I
don’t know why she did). I sat in the claustrophobic space by the food
(wallflower), in a desk chair, holding onto a copy of a DVD. On the walk over I felt
my pants (my pants, “boyfriend jeans” but not my boyfriend’s jeans) become
4

uncomfortable, a strange sensation of a waterfall I attributed to my incessant
paranoia about leaking, staining, being exposed. By the time I sat down (I had to)
I felt it on my inner thigh. When we left (“You look sick, are you okay, dear?”) I
felt a cold wet draft at my knees and in the hall, while I waited for her, I ran my
fingers across my inner thigh and when I held it up I was mortified by the deep
red on my hand and down my pants. I walked home silent, holding the DVD case
in front of my pants. I went to the emergency room, I thought I was bleeding to
death since it was through a tampon, a pad, my underwear, my jeans, and down
to my knees. I was not. The insurance did not cover anything to do with uteruses.
(Uteri (You or I)).
6.
I was in my room packing my nick-knacks and books into boxes. My walls filled
with scribbles still, but my closet and dresser emptied. My mom came in and sat
down on the bed beside me (she doesn’t do that, this is weird). She asked me,
“How would you feel if we didn’t move?” I said, “I wouldn’t care either way. But
she (my bullied, broken, Brook(e) of a sister, pouring torrents of tears out of her
room) wants to move.” “I know.” Six months later I moved home, to my dad’s
(cutting your arm off was not an extracurricular activity condoned at my new
school). Second floor, second floor, second floor.

These are some of the moments that I was channeling when I first started the series of small
pieces that would lead into the body of work I am currently immersed in. It was junior year here
at Ursinus and I was dealing with immediate and far off anxieties and upsets that ranged from
my childhood to that present moment. After years and years of mulling the same moments
over and over (You’ve got some hair under your arms) I felt I had a firm grasp on who I was and
what I wanted for myself, but the continually instability I felt constantly challenged that self-
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confident notion. I started with small pieces nudging subtly at my greater fears surrounding
who I am, where I am, what my body is, and what my body and I both have to do. In my
childhood and adolescence I personally took everything to the extreme. I thought these
experiences were unique to me, but I realize now I was just taking existing social pressures to
an end on the continuum. I find that no matter where I fall on these spectrums of experiences
people can find some way to identify with me. Everyone is subjected to the social and personal
pressures surrounding the body. As I move forward with this body of work I aim to not only
describe my own experiences, but to relate them to greater social phenomenon so it becomes
the narrative of many.
As the short prose may indicate my main concerns pertain to reproduction, gender, the
body, and home. These are not strict definitions, even for me. By reproduction I do not mean
simply the creation of a human being via some biological process, but rather the discomfort and
anxieties about that whole process. As well, when I say reproduction, it can also refer to its
social anxieties about the pressure to reproduce, the expectation of reproduction, and the
sense of potential lost in choosing not to or being incapable of having children. I am defining
reproduction as a choice or lack of choice; whether that is the choice of children or no children,
or the choice to produce in other ways. I deal with the body that resists social control. In
addition to the notions of social pressures, I deal with conflict with the body that is capable or
incapable of reproduction as the body at odds with the mind. The body that does not adhere to
self-control. That functions in opposition to the way the mind identifies. As a means of coping
or confronting the dominant conceptions of reproduction, I aim to play with what reproduction
means. I hope to separate it from strict constrictions of producing a living being and entertain
6

the ideas of producing something else. In this way, I see a connection between reproduction
(the anxieties, the acts, the processes, and the discomfort) and production (of everything else).
By production I mean everything else besides children that I can make: biologically, manually,
and intellectually. Between these two modes of producing (reproducing and everything besides
that) I see potentially for other modes of reproduction that reimagine what it is to produce and
reproduce.
Similarly, for me, gender and the body relate to each other within the web of themes.
Consider that the body is almost invariably gendered. When we look at a person we decide
instantly what gender we perceive them as. It tends to fall within the binary of male or female;
in cases where the distinction is troubled, a category of Other emerges. In these moments the
body and gender are fused and capable of social separation along those gender lines. Gender
and the body are, for feminized bodies, linked again to reproduction, the ability and social need
to reproduce. A woman is considered a woman because she has this part and that part and not
those parts and the parts of course I speak of are those associated with reproduction. The body
becomes, through this process, inherently reproductive. I am curious about these connections
between the body, gender, and reproduction.
For me, because of the process of gendering and assigning roles onto the body, the
sections of the body I am most curious about as icons in my work are the hip area, breasts, feet,
and the hands. I feel that, in addition to being iconography of gender and sex, there’s a
connection between identity and these parts of the body. For hands, there is their activity,
agency, and overall the sense of making and doing. Feet also convey a sense of agency, ability,
and independence. The body with feet is capable of walking away. The hands relate to another
7

realm of what the body makes and how the body (and person) can be defined by that making.
For me, they are the complement to the reproductive organs because of their productive
attributes that aren’t mutually exclusive, do not have to be supportive of each other, and can
influence or act independently of each other. Hips and the surrounding portion of the body
encapsulate another means of making that my hands feel often at odds with; but also try to
work with: the reproductive organs. I use my own iconography in the hips to convey the organs
without having to explicitly depict or state their existence. In linking the feminized body with
the uterus, social pressures link the feminized body to this organ. So, with hands I’m reacting to
my own ideas of creation and with hips I’m responding to those of others. Breasts fall under a
similar zone of social responsiveness as the uterus in my works. They are icons of response to
social pressures and are linked to the feminized body.
With all of these icons that I have been developing over the last couple years I have
begun to construct a visual, sculptural and installation narrative surrounding my personal yet
social concerns. By exploring my themes of reproduction, production, the home, the body, and
gender through different materials, icons, and lenses I hope to reach a greater understanding of
myself, others, society, and how to cope.
All of the pieces discussed in this essay appear together in an installation installed in the
Berman Museum of Arts which will be on view from April 23 rd through May 15th.
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Major Themes

Connecting personal notions of
production, home, gender, and
the body (Image 1).

In specific works I made over
the last year I am trying to
explore two or more of these

[1] Themes Diagram, 2014
Kyle Peterson

ideas together, making their

connections and trying to understand and talk about the greater narrative they create about
my concerns.

Production-Reproduction
Grand Maternal Craft, 2013-2014
Already Filled, 2014
When I was little, every kid in my family had these mittens that my grandma knit. They were
attached to each other by a cord of yarn that went through our jackets so we wouldn’t lose
them. When my grandma died the mittens didn’t stop being made, my Aunt Mel knew how to
make them and kept producing them for the little kids in the family. In my sense of this
phenomenon there were biological and intellectual elements to the relationship between my
9

aunt and her mom. There was the passage of care, of knowledge of knitting, and of genetic
information.
When I started this piece I was filled with mostly questions that I wanted to explore with
my own hands: what is produced, what is reproduction, who
reproduces, what it mean to produce, what connection does
the body have to production, how is that impacted by the role
reproduction plays in the social context, what does the body
produce, what does a body with a uterus produce? When I
earlier started to explore a definition for reproduction, I began
to elucidate on the relationship I saw between production and
reproduction. In Grand Maternal Craft, these two are the main
focus (Image 2). In its original conception, and on a personal
level for me, it is about my connection to people in my life

[2] Grand Maternal Craft,
2013-14
Kyle Peterson

who teach me skills. When I see it I think of my Aunt Mel who taught me how to knit by giving
me a rushed explanation and a printout of a pattern. I think of my dad teaching me how to
weld. I think of my art teacher teaching me how to reproduce a photograph as a drawing. I
think of moments of learning. There was a passage of knowledge. For me, the intellectual
transmission of information is another form of reproduction and a blurring of the distinction
between reproduction and production. It is a method of producing production and of
reproducing the proliferation of products. This is why I chose to attach the mittens to the figure
through an umbilical like connection of yarn. I’m trying to reconcile those disparate notions of
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care and non-reproducing through production of something else, trying to make up for
something I feel I’ll be lacking; the absence of traditional reproduction.
In this vein I was attracted to the conceptual motivations for Casey Jenkins work Casting
Off My Womb in which, after placing skeins of yarn in her vaginal cavity, she would knit each
day for the entirety of one month (Image 3). Jenkins said of making the piece that she was
motivated by the base societal ideas of “what a
person with a body like mine should and shouldn’t
create and desire” which is very similar to my
concerns in making many pieces but specifically this
one. 1 Jenkins uses a feminized means of production,
knitting, and a feminized body to produce something
besides what is normal or rather normalized. The
[3] Casting off my Womb, 2013
Casey Jenkins

body with a vagina and uterus is considered

reproductive before productive. In a hierarchy of output, reproduction trumps production. In
my piece of the maternal craft I subvert that hierarchy and place the production above
reproduction by placing the yarn where the organs go, and also subvert what reproduction can
be. In this narrative it is not production of a new being but of the passage of knowledge and the
production of new things.
I mentioned earlier that this is not just a reference to that specific passage of knitting
knowledge. But also of learning from my father, teachers, and others who are not in maternal
or paternal relationships to me. The passage of knowledge exists beyond the dynamic of
1

Casey Jenkins, Casting Off My Womb, Darwin Visual Arts Association, http://casey-jenkins.com/casting-off-mywomb (2013).
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paternity or maternity. And so this piece isn’t just the fuzziness of maternity. The passage of
knowledge is often framed as maternal or paternal. “My teacher, he was like a father to me.”
The care of others is framed like this, too. To knit mittens for a child is seen as maternal. To care
is maternal. To feel affection for something in need, to help those in need, to be in tune with
those caring feelings is invariably maternal. Why isn’t it considered human to care for those in
need? Why isn’t it considered just kind to feel a great need to protect those in need? But to
care is to be maternal.

7.
The kitchen is hot from the fire stove and cluttered by the cookware to an
extreme only seen on TV shows about OCD. I asked my Aunt Mel, short loud
stout perfectly nurturing and coarse, to teach me how to knit mittens like
grandma used to knit for us – the kind with the cord connecting them like an
acrylic yarn hug. I was feeling homesickness, a Hiraeth. I wanted to make them
for myself. They kept asking bellowing like Vikings “Are these for your niece?”
and saying “You’ll figure it out by the

time you have kids.” It was a

jab with a knitting needle into my side. Bubbling up inside I felt a shame for liking
knitting and coincidently having a uterus. If I knitted my niece mittens, sewed
her a cool toy, gave her a shirt, or didn’t cringe whenever she was around I
would be seen as maternal. Even with my cringing and awkwardness and
revulsion to children I still get jabs of “It’s different when they’re yours.” Why
can’t I be mine?

I felt like I lost my right to my own experiences, identity, and memories. It was no longer about
my experience with the mittens, but about someone else’s – someone who didn’t even exist
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and mine became almost irrelevant. Moments like these lead me to question what about my
association with my body or my crafts elicits these comments.
After some time I concluded that the body with a uterus is reproductive. Its main
objective is considered production – production of children. Those who do not reproduce are
wasting potential and it’s offensive. To have a penis is also to be reproductive and productive.
Often the association is away from textile crafts and toward construction craft. The body with a
penis is the home builder and the provider. The association of elements of construction with
masculinity shows this. But the distinction here is the difference in potential in the masculine
paternal choosing not to produce versus the female maternal choosing not to. The uterus
unused is empty, wasted space. It is conceptualized as a placed to be filled, not a space already
filled. As explored in depth by Emily Martin, “Menstruation not only carries with it the
connotation of productive system that has failed to
produce, it also carries the idea of production gone awry,
making products of no use, not to specification,
unsalable, wasted, scrap.”2 Here the definition of
production for menstruating bodies is the same as
reproduction. There is no productivity in the body that
has a uterus and does not use it reproductively in the
traditional sense. Artists such as Casey Jenkins and
myself, however, are redefining that by making
[4] Already Filled, 2014
Kyle Peterson
2

Emily Martin, Medical Metaphors of Women's Bodies: Menstruation and Menopause (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1997), 29.
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menstrual fluids viable products for creativity (a form of
production).
I’m also very interested in the body as a material. When
exploring the work of Marc Quinn, an artist who makes lifesized self-portraits out of his own chilled blood, Priscilla
Frank asked “What happens when a self-portrait is not just of
the artist but made of the artist?” and that really stuck with
[5] Self, 1991

me (Image 5).3 What does happen? More so in my case, what

Marc Quinn

happens when it’s of specific parts of my body? What happens
when it’s menstrual blood? It makes people uncomfortable, for sure. There’s the immediate
revulsion to blood as a foreign biological fluid – it’s really just gross. But there appears to be a
secondary repulsion that comes from it being menstrual. For me personally, I find menstrual
blood and venous blood to both have similar conceptual notions. For example, I use menstrual
blood in works such as Dysphoria and Placement as a symbol of violence or trauma. But the
trauma and violence becomes specified, and rightly so, with the knowledge of it as menstrual
blood. It’s a violence related to the uterus, reproduction, gender, and biological sex. So is this
the revulsion I see on people’s faces when they interact with my pieces? Are they responding to
the upset of my concerns? So far, at least initially, the visceral response is not to the concepts
but to the material itself. More so than venous blood, menstrual blood is dirty, private, and
gross. It not only bears all of the associations with blood (disease, sickness, harm) but also its
own set (shame, weakness, and secrecy). And this makes people uncomfortable. They are
3

Priscilla Frank, Marc Quinn Discusses Self-Portraits Made of His Own Blood, Huffington Post: Arts and Culture,
Huffington Post, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/06/08/marc-quinn_n_1581132.html (8 June 2012).
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generally unfamiliar with menstrual blood in this public platform (despite the long history it has
in modern art in works by Casey Jenkins, Carina Ubeda, and Kiki Smith, to name a few).
But I ask again: What happens “when the portrait is not just of the artist, but made of
the artist?” I definitely use menstrual blood to make these self-portraits. They become
something of me; in some way it’s me claiming an external object as my own. It is my creation
and it is of me, like a clone. It becomes reproductive – something I made with a reproductive
part of my body if only because I used it as paint and in that it becomes a reproductive act to
me as well as a productive one. I produced this from a reproductive organ, in part at least.
I also consider the privacy and secrecy of menstrual blood. It coincides with the notion
of being confessed to and confessing. The revealing of something secret is somehow fascinating
and revolting at the same time; it is euphoric as well as shameful. When I had my studio visit
with Dr. Susana Throop we talk a lot about how my pieces are like “staged confession” and my
audience as those being confessed to.4 These staged confessions subvert the idea of
confessions being truthful expressions: my confessions are cryptic, symbolic, cropped, and
edited. They are not whole truths, but complex interweaving of bits of truth (recall my
numbered confessions contained within this essay) with metaphors and truncations. This would
be my Foucault pleasure in “knowing that truth, of discovering and exposing it, the fascination
of seeing it and telling it, of captivation and capturing others by it, of confiding it in secret, of
luring it out in the open…” as I reveal my staged confessions in my body casts. 5 All of my works
have elements of this, but the pieces with menstrual blood have it most of all. I find that, even

4

Dr. Susana Throop, Studio Visit (5 Nov. 2014).
Michel Foucault, Human Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction, Trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage, 1990),
71.
5
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with this generally repugnant bodily fluid, people take some sort of pleasure in interacting with
the work, as Foucault would say it a pleasure in confession, but also in hearing confessions. 6
This strange offering of a most private substance is the epitome of confession for me: admitting
to menstruation. It is the confession to trump all confessions and the most enrapturing to hear
as it then spirals to reveal another and another through each consecutive piece. Menstrual
blood, as a portrait, as a reproductive and productive act, as a confession, it is the introduction
of my work and it acts as the inviting upset. “Enter this world filled with so many things.”
There is a constant pressure toward the body to be filled and I resist it by claiming it has
already been filled. Inside Grand Maternal Craft is a giant mess of overflowing red yarn that
made the little red mittens that are attached. I filled the space with something besides children;
I filled it with craft work, materials for crafts, history, and relationships to my people who care
but are not maternal towards me.

6

Foucault, 71.
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In that same vein I filled another piece to the brim.
In the piece Already Filled I brought the same notions of
societal pressures and spaces filled back together again to
explore them in a different way (Image 4). On a technical
level I was very influenced by Dorothea Tanning’s Canapé
en temps de pluie (Rainy-Day Canapé) (Image 6). Tanning

[6] Canapé
tempsFilled
de pluie, 1970
[4] en
Already
Dorothea Tanning

described this piece as a challenge for herself to give life to a “bunch of tweed and stuffing.”7
Her efforts are specifically to produce and to bring “life” to something other than human
beings. This piece fits into my framework of production-reproduction. More interestingly,
though, this object is filled not only with stuffing but with Ping-Pong balls. I’m sure it was for a
particular shape, but I was captivated by the idea of filling spaces with uncommon objects,
especially human spaces and in that manner giving it life. I interpret the Ping-Pong balls as
visual evidence of an experience or an aspect of a life. Objects like them become minor
portraits and biographies.
In my piece I filled the space within the abdominal cavity with things of interest to me.
Not obvious objects that speak clearly of my hobbies or extracurricular activities, but rather of
my need to fill spaces so other ideas or objects do not get the chance to. It’s a visual
representation of a life well-lived and full.

7

Dorothea Tanning, Canapé en temps de pluie (Rainy-Day Canapé). Dorothea Tanning Foundation. Ed. Pamela S.
Johnson. Dorothea Tanning Foundation, http://www.dorotheatanning.org/life-and-work/view-work/work-125/
(2000).
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8.
He and I were walking home from his work – one mile, no cars, still kids, but he
with an adult criminal reason. I had made a mistake (mistake mistake mistake mistake
mistake mistake) earlier

in the day. It’s a habit of self-soothing, as I picked up dead

bugs, bottle caps, bits of broken cars and mirrors, and flowers, he says to me: “I
can tell you’re upset. The way you’re picking up everything you see to make
yourself feel better.” He screamed at me weeks later. It’s selfish selfish selfish
and cruel to withhold my biological capabilities. I filled my hands with small rocks
by the river and it held me down until the torrent subsided and the anger went
deep down in and I collected dead bugs waiting and self-soothing until an adultchild told me I was selfish again.
I made this body to be filled already with things of mostly no importance (it’s just trash I collect)
to place hold for something more complex. Conflict. Personhood; the entirety of a mind, of a
person, of a life and a mess of objects that can’t be gendered or placed neatly into categories.
In this body there is no place for those external ideas or pressures; because the pressures from
within are already bursting forth.
I made the external pressures more obvious, than in Grand Maternal Craft, by placing a
set of external hands (positioned so they do not belong to the body) onto and into the body to
show their force on the physical and conceptual body. Within the body there is another set of
hands, too, but these are a part of the body in which they inhabit. The external hands shape the
body and manipulate the external façade by ripping, pulling, and opening, but it is the hands
within that dictate what is inside the body. The external hands can control the external, but it is
up to the internal hands to control the internal.
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This piece, both more abstract and more evident in its conception of force, aids in
exploring the question of “what a body like mine produces.” But what do I mean by a “body like
mine”? I am also examining gender and its relationship to production and reproduction.

Gender-Body
Placement, 2013
Dysphoria, 2014
Garment, 2014
9.
The walls of my room are harsh reddish pink against the orange-yellow light of
the incandescent lamp. I feel sepia on my skin like iodine on a patient in surgery
and my panic matches the image. Fantasizing, I’m reaching a high where I feel
sick and the pressure inside is so much and I’m just waiting for the fevered pitch
to crescendo. That silent screaming inside covers the thuds of my fists against
my abdomen again and again, over and over until my exhausted hands just grasp
at flesh and I fall sobbing. Fantasizing, I’m crestfallen as I realize it will never
work. Fantasizing, I grasp onto my gut and breasts.
Fantasizing, I hope I break my body to the point that it
begins to follow my wishes. I feel like a self-mutilating
Saint Agatha.

I learned about reliquaries in Saints and Sinners, an art
history class here at Ursinus. I learned about their role as
[7] Reliquary Bust of St.
Balbina, 1520-1530
19

esteemed capsules of precious saint-relics. The art historical reference of reliquary busts
intrigued me and I saw a connection between them and my dysphoric, gender confused forms.
Like the Reliquary Bust of St. Balbina my plaster sculpture, Dysphoria, showed an opening and
promised the revelation of some profound internal elements – the remains of a saint or martyr.
By making a connection to the reliquaries in my work I’m elevating what is contained in and
upon the forms (a small house, menstrual blood, insulation, etc.). It’s a method of validation for
the contents and therefore their origins and meanings behind them. Their connection to saints
and martyrs was poignant because I saw, too, a connection
between the physicality of martyrdom and dysphoric
tendencies toward self-harm and mutilation. This, too, elevates
the experiences of gender dysphoric people to something
higher and more important; truly something to be concerned
about. Their experiences become something that affects those
beyond their immediate circles and beyond whom they may
ever meet in their lives – it proliferates their importance.
[8] Placement, 2013
Kyle Peterson

Having felt for a long time that my experiences were
invalid or unimportant, this nod to the art historical
phenomenon of reliquaries is also an acknowledgement
and attempt to retroactively remedy that.
In Dysphoria and Placement, I am playing with
[9] Dysphoria, detail, 2014
Kyle Peterson

semiotics of femininity. The lace is a visual symbol for the
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social conception of femininity. Lace is dainty, beautiful, a flowery, associated with dresses and
decoration, and by all accounts feminine. By having the hands of the figure sewing the lace
within the body I am talking about the connection of gender to the body. In these pieces I’m
visually expressing the unnaturalness of gender as a social construction that is most often taken
as natural and undeniable. In Performative Acts and Gender Constitution, Judith Butler
describes gender as an “historical situation rather than a natural fact.”8 This is a fairly accepted
notion in queer and feminist theories as echoed by the likes of Foucault and Sedgewick. But
what makes Butler’s conception of gender in this essay especially relevant is her argument that
not only is it a construction but a continuous repetition of acts through history that produce
gender. The idea of femininity is created through repetition of daintiness, decoration, and
reproductive roles. My objects act against those now historically manifested and supported
notions. Not only is the lace (gender indicator) shown to be foreign to the body, but is also
shown in various states of implementation and rejection. These are no longer feminized
moments, though they involve a feminized body, feminized fluids (menstrual blood) and
feminized work (sewing and lace). This form becomes a form of new gender if we run with the
assumption that gender is the accumulation of acts as Butler argues. These two pieces are the
accumulation of their acts of implementation and rejection of gender norms. The
understanding of the acts comes from the positioning of the hands.
The hands in Dysphoria and Placement are important to how the pieces overall are read
and as I have progressed with my work I’ve become more thoughtful about how hands express

8

Judith Butler, Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory (New
York: Routledge, 2013), 465.
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intention and action.9 Some of my body casts have hands attached, involved in the narrative of
the piece, and several do not. Having hands implies that the figure to whom they belong have
agency as the figure does onto itself or onto others. Not having hands implies the action is done
onto it or by other forces. In Dysphoria this concept is very obvious, even though the hands are
not physically attached by arms, but implied to belong to the
fragmented body (Image 10). The positioning of the hands, their
orientation in relationship to the body, and their actions imply
that they are of this body. The hands currently are acting directly
onto the piece. Their action is present, in progress, frozen but
active. The action of the hands is an act of the figure onto itself.
[10] Dysphoria, 2014
Kyle Peterson

In this case, the hands also give the sense that they are acting in

response to or against something as well. It can be read as against itself, against an ambiguous
force, or against the literal objects embedded in the abdomen. In both Placement and
Dysphoria I really needed to convey a sense of agency in dealing with gender identity and
presentation. I am uncomfortable with associations of binary and feminized gender with the
body and the gendered expectations they entails. The immediate association of certain bodies
with womanhood, womanhood with menstruation, children with menstruation, and every link
attached to feminine troubles me. I am uncomfortable with being labeled womanly or feminine
because it means so much socially and personally that I am not. There is disconnect between
how my body communicates and the way I want to communicate with those around me. The

9

I also have considered deeply, but will not discuss at length here, how feet act in semiotics and how the presents
and/or absence of feet works somewhat similarly to hands. The body with feet has the ability to walk away, thus
affording it some sense of agency. The body without is immobile and lacks agency like a body without hands.
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change in how I was treated before I hit puberty (when I was androgynous) and after changed
how I felt about myself as I grew up. I went from being the powerful kid in the group of boys to
being to butt of every single joke.

10.
Across and down the street from my companion’s house in a barely concrete
driveway we were playing a pick-up game of basketball. The Other, being older
than my companion but roughly my age, he was bigger than us and my
reputation for being violent apparently hadn’t breeched his impervious arrogant
air. His game consisted of being big, fat, and ripping you
apart even when you weren’t very good at shooting hoops to
begin with. The unnecessary bully. Standing between me and
the hoop he didn’t block me physically but just kept yelling
“Itty Bitty Titties!” Above me. At me. I had never been
mocked before for my body. I had never been singled out as
a girl. I was never a girl. I wish I could say my violent rage
took over and I beat the ever loving shit out of him, but I
guess I just left (I tried to forget, I forgot). Not in a strong
way, but shrank inward like my concaving chest that was
trying to reabsorb my non-existent breasts and back track
maybe a few weeks of estrogen that ebbed into my fiery
veins. In one moment I collapsed irreparably and I lost my
power over boys – power that had before been because of
my force and wit. Later, The Other walked in on a neighbor
who shot himself in the head. He claimed he got over the
trauma by joking with his dad that “It looked like a bloody
vagina.” We were 11 at most.
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[11] Garment, 2014
Kyle Peterson

My memories and continuing experiences with
gender and body dysphoria over breast tissue culminated in
my piece Garment (Image 11). Concerned with this sense of
concaving and diminishing, I quoted both Rene Magritte’s
painting Philosophy of the Boudoir (1947) and images of Saint
Agatha to create a plaster bust fused with a plaster dress. In
the place of the breasts I created deep pockets of red knitted
yarn that concave and speckled in pieces of plaster. The bust
portion of this piece is full and body-like, evoking the

[12] Philosophy of the Boudoir,
1947
Rene Magritte

presence of a human figure. But contrasted by the slit back
adorned with a zipper, the vacuum flat fabric draping below
and it’s concaving breasts, this form feels more like a
garment than a body. It rides a divide between them.
[13] Martyrdom of St Agatha, 1520
Sebastiano Del Piombo

Conceptually this is important, as the form acts as a
garment of gender. The word garment itself is defined as a

covering. An inflexible and rigid vestment, but with an open zipper in the back, this piece begs
for one to imagine themselves within the dress while realizing that they could never get into
the hard, but fragile plaster shape. The vacuum tight skirt and incurvating breast that contrasts
with the rippling chest (that evokes the idea of being pressed against bone) echoes my
sensations of social anxiety about my body in the face of gendered slurs, mocking, heavy and
blunt expectations, and even “innocuous” everyday gendering – that intense desire to just
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shrink inward into nothingness. This is where I begin to associate with Saint Agatha. In a less
literal sense the pressures of gender normativity have become like the pinchers that tore her
breasts from her chest. Everything but the chest itself is succumbing the external pressures. The
garment is a costume, the gender is performative, but the external expectations, like in Already
Filled, are powerful and persistent. The attempt to fill these spaces with something else creates
works that replace the internal body with structure and stability; such as with architecture and
homes.

Reproduction-Home
Hiraeth House, 2013
Hiraeth Embedded, 2013
Hands of Lath, 2014
Insulated Interiors, 2014

In Judith Butler’s Performative Acts
and Gender Constitution, the words
“construction” and “production” are used
frequently to describe the genesis of gender.
“Reproduction” is also used to describe the
[14] Hiraeth House, 2013
Kyle Peterson

continually replication of gender
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performance.10 This choice in working is interesting to me as I’m concerned with gender,
reproduction, production, and the home. It always seemed fitting to me that I would use the
platform of the house structure to discuss my concerns about gender, production, my
understanding of reproduction. The constructed house as a platform for the constructed
identity.
My childhood home was the original impetus for this whole series. Coming from those
feelings of instability during the last year, I became fixated on my childhood home. I didn’t live
there for the longest period of time, it was not the first house I remember living in, but it was
the house where I felt like I became a sentient being who was becoming aware of the world. If
my life were a novel, this would be the setting of my loss of innocence, but I also consider it an
origin of me. I hadn’t been back there since I left in sixth grade until well after I had begun this
project. I had no pictures of the house and didn’t have any way of seeing it in person because I,
until recently lacked a way to do so. But I was so homesick for this place that I started trying to
recreate it; or rather reproduce it. I started drawing it to the best of my memory (Image 14). I
made small basswood maquettes of it trying to explore it in my mind and with my hands. I
wanted desperately to go back, with this sense that if I could just get to it then my instability
would be fixed. I placed almost magic-like powers in this house and romanticized to no end my
nostalgia for it. It became a house of Hiraeth – a longing for a place that one cannot return to; a
place that may have never existed in the first place.11

10

Judith Buter, Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory (New
York: Routledge, 2013), 465.
11
Tim Davis, Hiraeth, Texas A&M University Computer Science and Engineering Department Faculty Pages. TAMU,
http://faculty.cse.tamu.edu/davis/Poetry/hiraeth.html (2007).
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After a while I started to bring elements
of the house into the body first with Hiraeth
Embedded (Image 15). I made this piece as a jab
at the preconceived ideas of reproduction and
what it means to reproduce while acknowledging
my relationship to this house. I questioned what I
could make instead of offspring, so I made a
house. The light within the house simulates the
glowing and warmth of a womb, a warm house, a
safe space, and a body. I also wanted a Duchamp-

[15] Hiraeth Embedded, 2013
Kyle Peterson

like experience most with this piece – for people to get close and experience that sense of
penetrating, violent eyes. As discussed at length by James Elkins in his book The Object Stares
Back, the act of looking is not neutral and it has a violent or aggressive quality, “And so Looking
has force: it tears, it is sharp…”12 By creating these small openings the act of looking is even
more activated, as the viewer specifically peers within;
they are squinting, getting closer, focusing, and forcing
their eye to read what’s within.

[16] Etant Donne, 1946-1966
Marcel Duchamp
12

James Elkins, The Object Stares Back, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), 45.
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This is a phenomenon explored by Marcel Duchamp in
his late work Etant Donnes (1946-1966), which at first is a wellworn door and then a potentially violent peephole (Image 16).
When I approached the work, finally in person, at the PMA, I
knew what I was going to see if I looked through the small hole,
but that did not hamper with my initial experience with the
door itself. It was aggressive; stained, rough, dirty in an

[17] Etant Donne, 1946-1966
(Internal view)
otherwise clean space. I felt the door was more aggressive than I
Marcel Duchamp

with my prying eyes. But I when I peered through the aperture within the wood what I saw
made me feel more forceful than the door ever was. I was met with a small scene of splayed
legs and rough nature. I felt the force of my eyes, just as Elkins described, focusing and piercing
the view in front of me. The fact that what I was seeing was a naked human with their vulva
directed, openly exposed to my view made this feel even more violent (Image 17). My eyes felt
penetrative in the most literal sense possible. The ambiguity of the figure’s pose and the entire
narrative made the feeling my piercing sight all the more troubling. I felt implicated. 13 I felt
involved. I felt my violent eyes. I became aware of the door as an aggressively protective force
keeping me away, but also allowing for this glimpse. It is a confrontational piece all around. I
channeled this flurry of sensation in Hiraeth Embedded. The opening to the cavity within is
stained with menstrual blood, evoking a sense of violence that makes the viewer’s eyes more
prying and penetrative. My version inverts Duchamp’s work, though, by placing the body
13

In my piece Already Filled I used this aspect of feeling implicated. In a very subtle, probably largely unnoticed
way I capture the viewer as they stand in front of this piece. I create a scenario in which they stand in as the
external force associated with the ripping hands. In a small strip of reflective metal from a broken car part, the
viewer is mirrored and captured in this moment, even if they do not see or acknowledge it because for a moment
they are in the shoes of the external force
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external to the construction element. In this sense the body becomes a protective shell for the
memory of the house and the redefined reproduction. I found that I responded to the varying
degrees of slippage between house and body in this piece and as I moved forward I pushed and
pulled at where that divide between was.

[19] My Thigh
Kyle Peterson
[18] Plaster Ceiling, 2015
Kyle Peterson

At times I aimed to make the body fuse with the house and in effect deconstruct the
house and make it part of the body. For this I was really interested in the slippage between the
body and materials. For example, I noticed one that the plaster
ceiling in my dorm room, with its creases and gouges, looked
very similar visually to my thigh, covered in pores, scars, and
stretch marks (Images 18 & 19). It was this slippage between
materials that initially brought me to quote Roman and Greek
marble statues. I always aim to place my work within a frame
work of art history in some facet and for this project my
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[20] Strata, 2007
Heather Ramsdale

adherence to plaster as a main material has compelled me to quote marble statues. In terms of
house materials, plaster has been a fluid locus for these two poles. I consider these to exist on a
dipole spectrum with plaster walls on one end, plaster the art material central, and marble on
the other end. Thus I have found it relevant to quote marble statues such as in Dysphoria where
it appears that a human organic material is popping out of a Roman form and of plaster walls as
in Hands of Lath which evokes the visual of a broken plaster wall all within the same breath and
with the same base materials.
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It’s this visual relationship I feel with materials that
surround me that help me to choose the materials I work with
to convey the concepts that concern me. I was struck by the
work of Heather Ramsdale, especially her early series involving
insulation because of this material relationship. The insulation
took on this organic matter quality that made the stitching
[21] Insulated Interiors,
2014
Kyle Peterson

around the seams of these objects grotesque. Her use of this
material blurred that distinction between guts of a house and guts
of a person (Image 20). This line of thought led me to explore my

own insulated space through my piece Insulated Interiors (Image 21). I aimed to create a place
of warmth and organic aesthetics, but not truly organic material; to bring that house within the
body so it could be carried with by being carried within. This is similar to what Do Ho Suh aimed
to do with his translucent fabric homes: make the home transportable, make the leaving and
going to new places less difficult.14 I placed insulation within a body and created a fissure
opening to reveal this internal world to the external viewer. The opening is violent, with
remnants of the outward force that created it, but unlike Dysphoria, there are no hands acting
upon it. It is ambiguous what caused the opening and whether the force was internal or
external. The figure itself had no hands, implied or otherwise. I wanted a sense of the house
being the body and the plaster body I had made stand in for the plaster walls of an old house.

14

Art in the Twenty-First Century: Stories, Do Ho Suh, PBS DVD, http://www.art21.org/videos/segment-do-hosuh-in-stories/ (2003).
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Installation
This past semester has been a strong focus on creating an environment in which my
pieces would exist. I have delved into the world of installation as I thought I really needed to
create an immersive space for these very personal and private moments within a larger public
platform (which echoes my construction of the bodies with private interiors and public
exteriors). For my introduction to installation I pulled a lot of inspiration and reference from
Chiara No’s Crowning – Basement Space, Jason Rhodes’s retrospective exhibition “Jason
Rhodes, Four Rhodes” at ICA in 2013, and Gordon Matta Clark’s Bingo as displayed in the
MoMA in 2014.
Beginning with Jason Rhodes, this was one of the first real installations I had seen – one

[23] Garage Renovation New York (CHERRY
Makita), 1993
Jason Rhoades

[22] The Creation Myth, 1998
Jason Rhodes
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of those sorts of art displays that overtakes a space and creates an atmosphere that shapes
how you feel about the whole space. I’m not going to claim I enjoyed Jason Rhodes’s work, but I
responded to and took inspiration from his installations. Constructed at the ICA in Philadelphia,
the retrospective included four distinctly Rhoades’s spaces. All are great examples but I
remember mostly two spaces: The Creation Myth (1998) and Garage Renovation New York
(CHERRY Makita) (1993). I found these spaces to be so convincing I had trouble considering
aspects as art. I questioned deeply Garage Renovation and was completely disgusted by The
Creation Myth but no matter how I felt about the contents I know I felt involved with the space
and associate it with those works. It was something about the use of common materials (junk
from a garage, old computers, porn images, etc. etc.) that made it feel relatable or even
believable as a space I would occupy. It was also something about the scale that left me
convinced. The garage wasn’t to scale for a garage but I believed it as a shed, as a shelter, as
some sort of work space. And finally the interaction between different aspects really made the
space feel cohesive. I believed the illusion of The Creation Myth
because it was so immense, encompassing, and interacting with
itself. I sought to incorporate these three elements into my
own installation so I brought it everyday items (cinder blocks,
pantyhose, concrete, outlet cover) to create a believable space
for my participant viewers. I also made sure that my scale was
appropriate to my viewers. My wall section, Ode to Gordon
Matta Clark, was built with my dad to the right specs and
dimensions to make it a convincing illusion of a wall. I used the
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[24] (The Pull, Outlet, Ode to
GMC), Installation, 2015
Kyle Peterson

ready-made, everyday objects in tandem with the goal of scale to make convincing spaces. I
used the outlet to further sell the wall as appropriate despite its cut up appearance. They act as
antagonist to each other in the way that in dysphoria the hands act as antagonist to the self or
even how Insulated interiors or Hands of Lath show evidence of antagonism in some past
moment. In the case of Equal Parts healing and concealing and The Pull, the antagonism is in
the construction of the scene. They do not act upon each other in the manner of direct
violence, but their choreographed positions frame the scene. The grappling, violent, products of
violence hands of Equal Parts are framed by the window opening when the standing on the
opposite side of the wall. In this moment, The Pull is leaning as if bracing the wall just to the
right of the window. It has an air of hiding, like a horror film scene in which the latest victim is
hiding just beyond the door way as the maniac walks around in the background. This may be
more violent or dramatic than others will read this quiet piece. There are missing components
that make this a difficult read to a causal viewer: there are no heads, no faces, or torsos. The
expressive aspects are feet, disembodied, horror hands, and an impersonal tube structure. I
rely on the position of the different aspects to convey the moment. I’m not saying it’s just that
situation or that it can’t be any other sort, but that was my feeling or intent with this piece in
part. By working in this way, where multiple pieces come together to create an even greater
narrative, my works are all enriched even when they do not act or reside within that particular
part of the installation.
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Next, for this wall I keep
mentioning, I drew on Gordon Matta
Clark greatly, specifically, his work Bingo
that I saw at MoMA in 2014. Matta Clark,
in his installations of his cut up buildings,
used elements of the architecture to
remind his viewers of the scale of the very
truncated and cut up sections. In Bingo,
[25] Bingo, 1974
Gordon Matta Clark

he played with the window and stairwell

to convincingly indicate the position and truncation of the wall sections. The cut window is still
read as a window, at the scale it’s meant to, because of Matta Clark’s ability to frame and
present the pieces convincingly. I still need to work on my abstraction, but I did draw a lot on
how he displaced and displayed his walls.
Chiara No was probably my most recalled image when I was deciding how I would
arrange my space in the Berman show and what
materials I would include. I found her space to be
convincing like Jason Rhodes, but almost even more
so because of her attention to her theme and goal.

[26] Crowning – Basement Space, 2013
Chiara No
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Chiara No, as it was once described to me, aims to equate the act of crowning in birth
with metal music culture because “it’s
the most metal thing there is.”15 In
her space she incorporates, as art
objects, sound buffers, metal posters,
carpets, and tee shirts and it’s rather
convincing. The space becomes the
theme as she transforms it into a
band studio that glorifies the act of

[27] Artist Statement, 201315
Kyle Peterson

crowning. It’s truly an inspiring installation.

15

Fjord Gallery staff, Studio Visit (2014).
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[28] The Pull, 2015
Kyle Peterson

In the Berman space I have made my first example of
installation work. My main objective was to create an immersive
space that confronted my spectator-viewers for their space. I really
needed to have my viewers be a part of the space as well as have
the space feel as though it were one cohesive narrative. I used
repetition, scale, attention to theme, and barrier forming objects

[29] Ode to Gordon Matta
Clark, detail
Kyle Peterson

to distinguish my space as an installation. In terms of repetition, I
reused elements and materials that were involved in smaller pieces
in larger aspects of the installation. Canvas and construction
elements were big aspects of my repetition repertoire.
Canvas was a readily available and versatile material that I
could manipulate and use in many ways to bring different
pieces together. I could relate The Pull to my artist
statement and From Memory: Living Room Floor from there

[30] Hands of Lath
Kyle Peterson

(see Images 27 & 28). Construction elements were also
fundamental to how I repeated visual themes to create a

cohesive environment. In Hands of Lath I made a quotation of one section of my wall section
Ode to Gordon Matta Clark by repeating the exposure of lath under plaster (Image 29 & 30).
This small detail made a connection between the different aspects of the installation.
I also capitalized on canvas as a floor piece and material in larger objects to create
boundaries. The entire installation is bounded by objects that feature canvas in their material
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composition. Likewise, the bounds of the living room space are defined by the edges of canvas
drop cloth. Having defined edges of “this is where
the installation ends” helped me to define what is
my space and also how I will make it unique. I
used the physical presence of walls (real and
created by myself) to encapsulate the space I was
creating. I wanted my viewers to initially

[31] Ode to Gordon Matta Clark, installation,
2015
Kyle Peterson

experience separation (via the Ode to Gordon

Matta Clark wall sections, Image 31) from the installation. They would then need to interact
with the area by going around the barriers to experience the whole space.
This separation, however, led to some important considerations and challenges,
primarily, how to encourage spectators to enter the space that they are separated from. I
responded by placing elements to be interacted with deep inside the installation, such as on a
adjacent wall. To read my artist statement, titles, and interact with specific works my viewers
must become participatory and enter the space. They must interact, they must become
affected.

Conclusion
I believe that my work has had some impact on those around me, myself, and the
Ursinus community. Moving forward I believe that I can continue to carry this work and use it
to make connections and change perspectives. Since beginning this series I have been able to
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talk more openly and critically about my experiences and relate them to the experiences of
others. I have been able to tell my parents about my gender identity and the trials of my
childhood and teen years and help them make sense of my troubles. I feel I have also brought
vocabulary and knowledge of gender identity to my peers within and beyond the art
department that would not have been exposed to it with such rawness elsewhere. I think it has
helped them grow along with me.
As I move forward from Ursinus I hope to continue to work on this series. I aim to
continue refining and defining my themes as well as working toward more visual and
conceptual clarity. Since my themes are self-defined I will continue to make sense of them as
they pertain to me, but also I hope to engage more with theoretical and academic
understandings to see if they also impact my self-defining. I will continue expand my knowledge
of materials as I progress beyond here. I hope to include more materials and find some more
knowledge and experience to make my work more structurally sound and more visually clean.
As I move forward into new installation sites I hope that I will improve upon my ability to
construct these scenes and encourage interaction with my spectators-viewers-participants. I
think my time and work here at Ursinus has left me at a fabulous jumping off point as I go into
the next stages of my art career.
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